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You don’t want to hear about it anymore, but people are still visiting 
the cosmos. We must always remember to thank the CIA and the 
army for LSD.
	 -John Lennon (1980)
I. Introduction
In	the	Encyclopedia of Science Fiction,	Thomas	M.	Disch	is	described	
as	 “perhaps	 the	most	 respected,	 least	 trusted,	most	envied	and	 least	
read	of	all	modern	sf	writers	of	the	first	rank”	(Clute).	This	assertion	is	
supported	by	the	lack	of	critical	attention	his	works	have	received,	despite	














that	 is	 symbolistic	 in	 its	 basic	 conception.	 Its	 stated	 aim	 is	 to	
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number	 of	 references	 and	 quotations	 generates	 so	many	potential	
meanings	that	readers	have	great	difficulty	 in	arriving	at	a	comforting	






to	 include	coded	 information	 in	his	 future	novels.	Three	days	before	
composing	this	 initial	 letter,	Dick	had	read	Disch’s	Camp Concentration	
and	felt	that	the	book	was	sufficient	evidence	that	the	same	organization,	
identifying	itself	only	by	the	name	“Solarcon-6,”	had	recruited	Disch	for	







to	 include	coded	 information	 in	 their	books	pertaining	 to	 “an	alleged	
new	strain	of	syphilis	sweeping	across	the	U.S.,	kept	topsecret	 [sic]	by	




during	a	 sensitive	 first	 conversation	by	having	knowledge	of	Disch’s	
work	(326).	It	seems	that	Dick	cannot	make	up	his	mind	over	what	Camp 
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throughout	 the	book	make	 it	exceedingly	difficult	 to	 identify	a	 single	




















II. Faust, Genius and Alchemy 
While	Dick	 looked	to	The Magic Mountain for	Mann’s	meditation	
on	disease,	genius	and	 institutionalization,	Delany	 instead	points	 to	 the	
parallels	between	Camp Concentration	and	parts	 I	and	 II	of	Goethe’s	
Faust,	Mann’s	Doctor Faustus, and	Valéry’s	My Faust (180).	Mann’s	














illness	 and	heightened	mental	 activity	 in	 the	 setting	 of	 a	 facility	 in	
Camp Concentration	pays	homage	to	The Magic Mountain.	Despite	 the	
suspicions	of	 the	reader,	 in	both	stories	 the	protagonist	 remains	 in	a	




conversations	with	 the	other	 test	 subjects	and	doctors	who	serve	as	
mouthpieces	 for	 the	various	opinions	expressed	 in	 the	melodramatic	
existential	debates.	In	regard	to	The Magic Mountain,	Weigand	points	out	
that	the	idea	of	the	connection	between	disease	and	increased	cognitive	
capacity	 is	 part	 of	 a	 distinctly	German	 opinion	 expressed	 through	
prominent	literary	figures,	arguing	that,	“disease	is	more	than	something	
to	be	done	away	with... it	 is	a	 fascinating	phenomenon	and,	possibly,	a	
vehicle	of	evolution;	and	that	it	may	be	one	of	the	distinguishing	marks	
of	genius”	 (11).	 In	Camp Concentration,	 the	mental	abilities	of	 the	 test	
subjects	reflect	this	view	of	illness	in	that	their	increase	in	knowledge	is	
inversely	proportional	to	their	decline	in	health.	



















[T]he	 act	 of	 genius	 is	 simply	 the	 bringing	 together	 of	 two	




She	 says	 that	 thought	and	creativity	 can	be	viewed	as	degenerative	
diseases	of	 the	brain.	The	brain,	 in	 turn,	defends	 itself	 against	 these	
threats	 through	the	gradual	solidification	of	 “inalterable	 systems,	which	






on	Finnegans Wake,	Thomas	Mann	came	 to	perceive	an	 “unexpected	
relationship	and...	even	affinity”	with	his	own	work,	despite	the	apparent	
42
differences	 in	 style	 (The Story 91).	Next,	 I	will	 show	how	by	 citing	










with	alchemical	 texts	 recognize	 that	 they	contain	 language	which	 is	

















texts,	 terminology,	 concepts,	 and	procedures.	Mordecai	 says	 that	he	
believes	in	“sylphs,	salamanders.	undines,	gnomes”	(37),	which	correspond	







Aspects de l'Alchimie traditionnelle	(47).	During	a	subsequent	discussion,	
he	discovers	other	books	on	alchemy	resting	on	Mordecai’s	 table,	such	


















Jung	among	others	 including	 Jesus	and	Henry	Ford	 (97).	 Jung	wrote	
extensively	on	the	relationship	between	alchemical	symbolism	and	the	
psychology	of	 the	unconscious.	He	saw	alchemy	as	historically	 fulfilling	
a	 compensatory	 function	 for	 the	 failure	 of	Christianity	 to	 provide	
direct	spiritual	experience,	 in	the	same	way	that	a	dream	compensates	
contradictions	 in	 the	conscious	mind	 (Jung	23).	With	 the	manipulation	











III. Pallidine and LSD



















wrote	 in	what	 served	 as	 a	manifesto	 for	 the	New	Wave	 that	 “it	 is	
inner	 space,	not	outer,	 that	needs	 to	be	explored”	 (qtd.	 in	Greenland	
51).	Although	many	 assume	 that	Ballard	 coined	 the	 term	 in	 1962,	
Greendland	cites	a	 travelogue	appearing	 in	1961	 in	 the	Scientific Book 
Club	titled	Exploring Inner Space: Personal Experiences Under LSD-25	
(51).	 In	a	collection	of	essays	published	 in	1998,	Disch	reminds	us	 that	
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the	exploration	of	 Inner	Space	was	shorthand	 for	psychoactive	drugs	














mescaline	 in	“The	Doors	of	Perception,”	 that	he	decided	to	try	LSD	 in	





two	direct	 references	 to	LSD	 toward	 the	beginning	of	 the	novel.	 In	














“unlike	most	pharmaceuticals”	 it	 is	 “living,	self-reproducing.	 In	short,	a	
bug”	 (55).	Unlike	standard	 forms	of	venereal	disease,	however,	subjects	
in	 the	 lab	are	 infected	 through	 intravenous	 injection	 instead	of	sexual	
intercourse,	 thereby	giving	 it	closer	associations	with	drugs	than	with	













with	 the	 LSD	 experience.	According	 to	 his	 journal	 Sacchetti	was	




an	altogether	 inappropriate	 inclination	 to	 laughter”	 (16).	Descriptions	
found	in	a	mid-nineteen-forties	report	of	the	Office	of	Strategic	Services	
(OSS),	 the	CIA’s	predecessor,	 regarding	 initial	 tests	of	a	 “Truth	Drug”	
being	developed	 for	 interrogation	purposes,	mention	how	 “the	 sense	
of	humor	 is	accentuated	to	the	point	where	any	statement	or	situation	








Sacchetti	reports	major	distortions	 in	his	perception	of	 time:	 “I	 feel	as	
though	a	week	has	gone	by	since	 I	 sat	down	yesterday	afternoon	 to	





There	 are	 important	 points	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the	 discourse	
surrounding	LSD	in	the	 late-sixties	that	allow	a	connection	to	be	made	






appear	quite	similar	 to	 the	decay	of	 the	brain	as	a	result	of	Pallidine.	
Even	before	 these	 reports	 concerning	 the	potentially	harmful	 effects	
of	LSD	were	published,	however,	 there	was	a	firm	belief	among	many	
psychiatrists	and	psychologists	who	used	LSD	as	a	tool	in	psychotherapy,	











ego,	 the	game	machinery,	 and	 the	mind	 (that	 cluster	 the	game	

















psychiatric	clinics.	 Initially	 it	was	believed	that	LSD	had	the	ability	 to	
induce	schizophrenic-like	symptoms	and	so	psychologists	believed	it	could	
be	used	to	develop	better	disease	models	(Hofmann	76-77).	Closer	to	the	
setting	of	Camp Concentration,	however, was the	U.S.	government’s	
drug	 research	during	 the	 cold	war	era.	 In	Acid Dreams	 (1985),	Lee	




received	more	attention	 than	any	other	compound	during	 the	 twenty-
five	years	of	experimentation	and	 in	 the	reports	 they	 found	evidence	
of	hundreds	of	different	LSD	experiments	 in	 the	 fifties	and	sixties	on	
mental	patients,	prison	 inmates,	army	personnel,	and	even	civilians	 (24-















Stilliman	tries	 to	convince	Haast	 to	shoot	Sacchetti	by	saying,	 “You’ve	
created	this	Frankenstein	monster,	and	you	must	destroy	it”	(180).	Indeed,	




















growth	 into	consideration,	 this	 figure	 is	 still	more	 than	 twice	Leary’s	
estimate.	Perhaps	Philip	K.	Dick	was	on	to	something	after	all.	There	
50
really	was	a	hidden	code	 in	Disch’s	work,	shrouded	 in	 literary	allusion	
and	alchemical	imagery,	referring	to	an	epidemic	that	was	sweeping	the	









Clute,	John.	“Thomas	M.	Disch.”	The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.	3rd	ed.,	
July	2012.	Web.	15	July.	2012.	
De	Givry,	Grillot.	Witchcraft, Magic & Alchemy.	1931.	Trans.	 J.	Courtenay	
Locke.	New	York:	Dover,	1971.	Print.
De	Rios,	Marlene	D.	and	Oscar	Janiger. LSD, Spirituality, and the Creative 
Process.	Rochester:	Park	Street,	2003.	Print.
Delany,	Samuel	R.	“Faust	and	Archimedes.”	The Jewel-Hinged Jaw: Notes on the 
Language of Science Fiction.	New	York:	Berkley,	1977.	173-90.	Print.
DiBernard,	Barbara.	Alchemy and Finnegans Wake.	Albany:	State	U	of	N.	Y.	P,	
1980.	Print.
Dick,	Philip	K.	Valis and Later Novels. New	York:	Penguin,	2009.	Print.
Disch,	Thomas	M.	Camp Concentration.	1968.	New	York:	Vintage	Books,	1999.	
Print.
---The Dreams Our Stuff Is Made Of: How Science Fiction Conquered the World.	
New	York:	Free,	1998.	Print.
---The	Word of God.	San	Fransciso:	Tachyon,	2008.	Print.	
Greenland,	Colin.	The Entropy Exhibition: Michael Moorcock and the British 
‘New Wave’ in Science Fiction.	London:	Routledge,	1983.	Print.
Heer,	Jeet.	“Philip	K.	Dick	Versus	the	Literary	Critics.”	by Jeet Heer.	June	2001.	
Web.	18	July	2012.
Hofmann,	Albert.	LSD: My Problem Child.	1983.	Trans.	Johnathan	Ott.	Santa	
Cruz:	MAPS,	2009.	Print.
51Super	Syphilitics	or	Alchemical	Acid	Heads?	On	the	Nature	of	Genius	in	Thomas	M.	Disch’s	Camp Concentration







Lee,	Martin	A.	and	Bruce	Shlain. Acid Dreams: The Complete Social History of 
LSD: The CIA, The Sixties, and Beyond.	New	York:	Grove,	1992.	Print.
Mann,	Thomas.	Doctor Faustus: the Life of the German Composer, Adrian 













Stevens,	 Jay.	Storming Heaven: LSD and the American Dream.	New	York:	
Grove,	1987.	Print.









Super Syphilitics or Alchemical Acid Heads? 
On the Nature of Genius in Thomas M. Disch’s Camp Concentration
Ian	Stuart	Garlington
American	 New	 Wave	 SF	 author	 Thomas	 M.	Disch’s	 Camp 
Concentration	 (1968)	 is	set	 in	 the	near	 future	 in	a	secret	underground	
research	center,	which	 is	 conducting	experiments	whereby	genius	 is	
induced	 in	 human	 subjects	 through	 injecting	 them	with	 a	 specially	
engineered	 strain	 of	 syphilis.	The	narrator	 is	 a	 poet	who	has	been	
brought	 there	 specifically	 to	 interpret	 the	 statements	 of	 the	genius	
subjects	 into	 terminology	which	 the	 scientists	 there	can	understand.	




Mann’s	 suggestion	 that	genius	 is	demonic	 and	not	dictated	by	 logic	
or	reason.	Thus	when	the	experiment’s	subjects	attain	brilliance,	 they	
take	 interest	 in	 alchemy	and	 traditional	 literary	works,	which	 offer	
access	 to	 other	worlds	not	 subject	 to	 the	 limitations	 of	 the	modern	
scientific	worldview.	There	are	 strong	parallels	between	 the	 setting	
of	Disch’s	 story	and	 the	 actual	LSD	experiments	 carried	 out	 in	 the	
fifties	and	sixties	by	 the	CIA	under	Project	MKULTRA.	 I	argue	 that	
through	reproducing	the	 longstanding	arguments	on	the	nature	of	 the	
relationship	between	the	material	and	spiritual	aspects	of	reality	within	a	
framework	of	disease,	genius,	and	alchemy,	Disch	symbolically	connects	
various	elements	of	the	sixties	drug	culture	with	a	longstanding	tradition	
in	Western	society.	
